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The aim of this chapter is to help you develop skills in dealing with conflict
across a wide range of situations. In particular, you will be able to
identify conflict in its various forms;
plan to deal with a range of conflict situations ;










his chapter examines the factors that contribute to conflict in the work-
place, signs of conflict, stages the conflict moves through and factors
that influence it . Strategies for managing conflict situations to generate
positive outcomes are described. This does not mean that conflict will always
be resolved, as resolution requires more sophisticated negotiation skills .
Effective outcomes are based on constructive responses that leave the people
involved feeling as though needs have been respected and avenues for
further communication left open .
Some of the options that will be examined include
• the self-generated approach where effective communication skills are




mutually agreed strategies where both parties acknowledge the conflict
and work together from that point .
What is conflict?
Goals versus relationships
Conflict is what happens when there is a gap between the goals of one person
and those of another, the gap being such as to affect the relationship between
them
. One person wants something that is inconsistent with the needs of
another
. The need may be as simple as wanting to be left alone, or as complex
as when someone is acting in a life-threatening way . A complex example is
where a worker is operating a piece of equipment in what one person sees
as an unsafe manner whereas the other thinks their actions are quite okay
.
With simple problems it may still be possible to ignore the situation and
the discomfort it causes
; to be aware of what is happening but leave things
as they are . There are instances where serious problems have been ignored
because someone has wanted to avoid conflict at any cost . A classic example
is the case where an airliner landing under difficult conditions crashed
because the copilot was not prepared to tell the captain that his instruction
to abort a landing was inappropriate as the plane was out of fuel
. The copilot
would have had to insist that they were in an emergency situation and
demand an immediate landing
. In this example almost obsessive protocol
and deference overrode good judgment, with disastrous results
.
The cockpit of a plane is an excellent example of a situation where high
levels of communication and co-operation are essential, but where person-
ality and workplace culture can create havoc
. Our own work situations may
not be as dramatic, but the same principles apply
. Airlines have begun to
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recognise this and are now spending more time on teaching communication
skills to air and ground crews .
Conflict has a number of recognisable signs . These include shouting, harsh
tones of voice, people storming off and so on . There is often another dimen-
sion that makes conflict harder to recognise. This includes passive behaviours
such as silence, and refusal to engage or compromise: behaviours that, on
the surface, do not indicate conflict, but are ways people cope with extreme
discomfort .
Given that conflict can take many forms, it may be defined as :
the state in a relationship or interaction where two or more people are
attempting to have differing needs met in a way that creates discomfort
and results in negative reactions .
People do not easily cope with the conditions set out in this definition . Con-
flicting needs, discomfort and negative reactions from other people often
cause responses that make the situation worse. In many cases, people
respond in predictable ways which range from hostile aggression to passive
resistance or capitulation. The next section looks at some of these responses
and how they influence attempts to constructively deal with conflict .
The two faces of conflict
Conflict is not in itself a bad thing. People manage conflicts without creating
problems that interfere with relationships and the ability to get on and do
their job . Conflict is a very important feature of all relationships . It can serve
as a safety valve that helps to release emotions that may have built up due
to the demands of work, parents, children or financial problems . In families,
for example, it is a mechanism that helps children (and adults) identify the
boundaries of behaviour. As children grow up they need to practise more
demanding and complex roles and it is only by coming up against parents'
and other people's values that they can have any sense of where the limits
are. This is also the way in which they gradually push those limits back .
At work, conflict is a signal that all is not well and things need to be looked
at. It is also an important ingredient of the change process in organisations
.
As new technologies or processes are introduced (such as happens when a
company restructures), people's traditional views or ways of doing things
are threatened and this can be a cause of conflict . The way
people are react-
ing and the type and level of conflict emerging is vital information for man-
agers who can use the information to manage the change and help people
adapt themselves or the processes .
Conflict on the job is usually contained because the power relationships
make continuing the conflict in a destructive way a potentially job-threat-
ening experience . In other cases the underlying professional respect that
two people might have for each other acts to contain the damage . There
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Chapter 4
who have a positive view of relationships and a commitment to a longer-
term view will listen to what others are saying, use inclusive language that
does not put down others, observe what is going on around them, and
regularly clarify their goals and the strategies for achieving them . Watching
people who handle conflict well provides clues on how conflict can be
managed.
Before you can use these techniques effectively, you need to develop
skills in identifying potential and actual conflict, and a sensitivity to factors
in the environment that influence the conflict situations . Awareness of the
detailed events as well as the bigger picture helps in deciding whether
action is needed, what sort is appropriate, and knowing when things have
reached the point where participants need to take a step back from the
situation.
Causes of conflict
There is always an element of anger in conflict ; what people fight about are
usually the things that make them angry. Someone gets something that
another person feels they are entitled to, something is taken, or used without
permission (this applies as much to space as it does to property). A person
is attacked unfairly or accused of doing something they did not do, or not
performing to some sort of standard . In all these cases there is some sort of
expectation that one or more of those involved has not lived up to .
Ambiguity is another important cause of conflict . People feel comfortable
when things are happening as they expect them to. When accepted patterns
are changed they experience uncertainty, frustration and sometimes stronger
feelings. These feelings cause strong reactions against people seen as the
cause of that uncertainty, or a lashing out at someone over a trivial matter
because of feelings of anxiety about something over which they have no
control .
Many of the circumstances which give rise to ambiguity occur in the
external environment, and this intensifies the feelings of powerlessness that
people experience . These feelings can be expressed as aggression towards
people who are innocent bystanders . When the economy is in recession,
sales fall off, creating uncertainties regarding employment . Not only do
levels of conflict in the workplace increase, but people often take their
anger and frustration home and inflict it on their families and friends who
struggle to deal with it when a large part of the problem is outside their
control .
Signs of conflict
You need to be aware of conflict at two basic levels-emerging conflict, and
conflict that is occurring .
X.
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Emerging conflict
The conditions for conflict exist when there is discomfort on the part of one
or more people either directly or indirectly involved with each other
. Here
are two examples .
•
	
You hear that a subordinate has complained about you to your boss
.
• Someone tells you that a position paper you wrote for the manager was
sidetracked by a co-worker in favour of their paper .
Discomfort serves to warn you that conditions exist for the situation
to
become more uncomfortable
. Using good communication skills will often
help you identify the source of the concern and deal with it constructively
before things worsen. The chances are, however, that things will not
be
resolved and conflict will develop .
Existing conflict
You know that you are involved in conflict when someone is behaving
towards you angrily or aggressively . You may not be responding directly,
but the conflict situation exists . Types of behaviour include
• anger;
• physically aggressive acts;
• verbal threats or aggression;
• signs of distress.
Discomfort on your part or evidence of it in others is probably the most basic
sign of conflict, whether the conflict is still emerging or already exists .
It is easy to fall into the trap of believing that all conflict involves aggres-
sion or some other outward sign of negative behaviour . There are in fact as
many ways of responding to conflict situations as there are styles of behav-






The fact that someone is denying that there is a conflict does not mean that
it does not exist . It just makes being aware of conflict situations
more
complex. If you are experiencing discomfort when dealing with someone,
you need to ask yourself whether it is the basis for potential conflict or a
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Conflict often moves through stages . It is sometimes possible to identify what
triggers the move from one stage to another, but mostly the transition occurs
without people being conscious of the shift . Dealing with the conflict may
not necessarily remove it; it may simply move back to a stage where it is
not as obvious, or people are less concerned about its effects . Understanding
what stage the conflict has reached helps with deciding whether it is likely
to be managed easily, or has moved beyond simple remedies and needs more
sophisticated management .
Smouldering stage
Discomfort, if ignored for too long, or in some cases not acted on immedi-
ately, will create the conditions for conflict . Events that are by themselves
quite harmless and easily fixed will add fuel to the fire and cause resent-
ments. An accounts clerk forgets to follow up on a customer's query and the
supervisor has to deal with an irate complaint some days later . A shop assis-
tant comes back from lunch fifteen minutes late one day and the supervisor
notices. Despite the fact that things were very quiet anyway and that every-
one worked through lunch earlier in the week, the incident may be added
to a list of transgressions .
The smouldering stage is characterised by incidents that point to the exis-
tence of a problem. The incidents themselves may have nothing to do with
the real problem and they can be ignored if the real cause is tackled .
Ignition
One event or incident, perhaps unrelated to any of the circumstances that
created the conditions for conflict, may cause the situation to explode .
Someone puts aside processing a customer's order because they know it will
be done more efficiently with a batch of similar orders later in the day . The
supervisor sees the order unprocessed and confronts the employee . In many
cases the situation that ignites the conflict is simply one of misunderstanding
caused by an accumulation of unresolved difficulties .
One of the difficulties is that the trigger incident is often seen as the cause
of the problem and people often do not look beyond it to see what is the
real cause. Two workers may be arguing about tea-break arrangements when
a supervisor notices and intervenes to resolve the dispute by organising
things for them. Now if tension between the two has been growing because
of concern that their jobs are under threat or that one person is not putting
in enough effort, then fixing the tea-break problem will do little to resolve
things .
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It can be 'fixed' .
• Someone may intervene and deflect the process .
• The situation can be defused and return to the smouldering stage .
• It can escalate as participants attempt to 'take control' .
Full-blown conflict
Both parties have adopted a position of open conflict where every encounter
is acrimonious (or at least sullen), and each spends a great deal of time and
effort trying to undermine the other person . Potentially productive energy
is wasted on continually analysing the motives of the other person and their
associates, justifying actions to others not directly involved, plotting to get
even, and recovering from hostile exchanges .
Earlier stages of conflict development affect people's work and the way
they feel about themselves, but at the full-blown stage things are likely to
get out of hand. Because conflict often affects personal relationships (family,
for instance), general stress levels increase, making it less likely that conflict
will be effectively managed as it develops . At this stage the effects of conflict
on both working relationships and mental health (which is closely linked to
general health) can be seen .
It is possible to see many examples of full-blown conflict that has become
institutionalised. This is where people have come to accept conflict with
another person as a normal part of the way they operate and everything they
do has accommodated to that fact . Productivity may be down, but people
seem to be getting on with things. The temptation (or should we say ten-
dency?) is to leave things as they are and hope that the problem or those
causing the problem will just 'go away' . Experience has shown that they
rarely do .
The next section looks at what generates behaviours which are evidence
of conflict and at other signals that indicate all is not well and that the con-
ditions exist for conflict to occur. These can be seen in the way people operate
on a day-to-day basis . The ways in which they carry themselves and gen-
erally communicate give a clear indication of how they feel about themselves
and how they are likely to manage problem situations .
In the end it is the ability to read those signals that helps in deciding
whether the signs of conflict are serious, what direction it is moving in, and
what actions (if any) are needed .
Factors that affect the development of
conflict
There are a number of reasons why people do not manage conflict positively
.
Firstly, it sneaks up on them . They tolerate a degree of conflict because, as
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and home. Besides, if every conflict that arose was 'managed', most people's
time would be spent doing nothing but that .
Regardless of the steps followed and amount of practice people have had
in dealing with conflict, it is important to be alert to factors which, although
not appearing to be directly related to the present conflict situation, will have
an impact on the way it progresses . These factors fall into two broad cat-
egories: personal and environmental .
Personal factors
These affect the psychological make-up of participants . Factors involving atti-
tudes, self-concept, health and needs fit under this heading .
Needs and wants
if the outcome of a conflict situation affects basic needs such as income or
job security, people will fight a lot harder than if the outcome is less import-
ant, such as whether or not their idea for the design of a company newsletter
is accepted rather than someone else's .
However, if a person has poor self-esteem, this principle operates quite
differently. Although the outcome may be trivial in terms of objective stan-
dards, people with a negative self-concept will see acceptance as a sign of
approval, in which case they will fight very hard in any conflict to have their
position accepted .
Self-concept
A positive self-concept allows people to accept a wider range of outcomes ;
they are less threatened by uncertainty, and more inclined to consider a wide
range of options in any situation . They will canvass other people's ideas in
the knowledge that successful outcomes are built on shared understanding
of the problem rather than an imposed solution . A negative self-concept
leads to treating everything and everyone with suspicion . People who have
a negative self-concept see themselves as victims in life's game and consider'
anything that does not precisely fit their view of the world to be bad . All
uncertainty is viewed with suspicion . More importantly, they cannot put
themselves in other people's shoes, which results in a rigid approach to
problem solving and difficulty in considering options . Constructive out-
comes to conflict are difficult to achieve and long-term solutions are almost
impossible where a negative self-concept plays a part .
Past experience
The prior experience of conflict situations in general plays an important role
in determining how people will respond when confronted by conflict . A
history of positive outcomes with conflict experiences will ensure a high
chance of future outcomes being positive . Of course the reverse also holds
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will assume the worst in many situations and be more inclined to use neg-
ative tactics
. Knowing how the other person has dealt with conflict in the
past provides clues as to the strategies they are likely to use in the present
.
Health
People's general state of health and the existence of specific illnesses will
have a marked impact on the course of a conflict
. The most obvious example
is tiredness, when a person's capacity to respond effectively is severely ham-
pered and they can act in ways that are out of character
. This can undermine
all the planning and good work done to manage a particular conflict
.
One example is that of parents with young children who do not sleep
through the night. The constant interruptions to sleep gradually erode the
mental reserves of one or both parents, creating conditions for negative
responses to conflict situations . When people talk about the difficulty they
have handling conflicts at home, they will often describe a situation where
their state of physical and mental health is being affected in some way
. In
these cases there is little benefit in dealing with the conflict situation unless
the health component is also addressed ; if tiredness affects people's ability
to cope at home, it is also going to affect them at work .
Other impediments to effectively managing conflict include excessive con-
sumption of alcohol and drugs, and emotional crises in relationships
. These
seriously diminish a person's ability to respond rationally, let alone resolve
conflict situations .
Commonsense says that healthy people are more likely to cope with stress,
of which conflict is just one cause and/or outcome . The implications of this are
wideranging for organisations interested in improving productivity through
increases in efficiency or improved levels of customer service. The fact that good
health lowers stress levels and improves job performance has been recognised
by employers who have provided fitness and recreation facilities .
Environmental factors
Environmental factors are those over which the participants may not have any
direct control . The management culture of the organisation, the state of the
company's business, pressures from clients, and even the weather may act on
people involved in conflict to modify the way that they normally behave .
Management culture
Some organisations place a strong emphasis on consultation and effective
communication. Experience in implementing changes in workplace safety
and quality management has shown that when effective communication
channels have been established to implement the changes, communication
has improved and the stress of change is reduced . Where organisations foster
a strongly competitive culture, people will tend to reflect that approach in
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Stage of development of the organisation
As they age, organisations become more conservative and rule-bound which
results in less tolerance of uncertainty and change . People in that sort of
climate are less inclined to adapt to the needs of others . Newer organisations
and teams tend to be more focused on co-operating to get the job done . This
means that people will be more tolerant of uncertainty and be prepared to
accept mistakes as part of the learning process, and fewer conflict situations
will develop .
Organisational structures
Within all organisations there are formal and informal structures and pro-
cesses that have been consciously put in place, or have emerged in response
to specific needs and then become permanent
. Examples include :
• conciliation processes ;
• approaches to staff induction and training
;
• accountability mechanisms ;
• reward systems (formal and informal) ;
• leadership styles.
An emphasis on informal processes for things such as conciliation and
reward systems can generate conflict if these systems operate erratically and
people are never sure how the systems will react to their problems. There is
also uncertainty as to the amount and kind of support that can be expected .
An over-emphasis on structures, as happens in organisations with strong
bureaucracies, can also foster conflict because the system is too inflexible . So
when people get frustrated with the constraints, they bypass the 'system',
which often results in a strong negative reaction from those with a vested
interest in maintaining the existing structures .
Clients
The kind of behaviour shown by clients can influence people's threshold for
managing conflict. Working in some government departments such as immi-
gration, where many of the clients are under stress and project their anger
on to staff, affects the way in which workers relate to each other .
State of business
When business trends are uncertain, the stresses of trying to cope or the
uncertainty of whether people will have jobs pervade the organisation .
Under these conditions, tolerance levels are lower and behaviour less pre-
dictable. The same can happen in times of economic growth when businesses
struggle to keep up with demand, placing stress on employees who have to
meet targets . The attitudes of customers and suppliers can also add to the
problems in those situations .
Clrapie
-bound whit}




























Research has shown that particular weather patterns affect people's moods
and this results in increased levels of tension and irritability. Thunderstorm
activity and long, hot spells are obvious examples .
In most instances there is not a lot that an individual can do about the factors
affecting conflict that are looked at in this section . Knowing about them, and
understanding how they might influence the way in which people behave
does, however, help in planning how to deal with a particular conflict situ-
ation. An appreciation of the bigger picture or context of the conflict is an
important part of the planning and adaptation process .
Ways in which people respond to
conflict
This section looks at the various ways in which people respond to the things
that trigger conflict. It is important to be able to identify and understand the
different styles of responding to conflict in order to anticipate the impact
they will have and better plan responses . In most workplaces there is what
can be categorised as an 'organisational' style of responding to conflict . This
is the style most commonly used by that organisation's management both in
their dealings with each other and as a response to requests for advice from
their subordinates on how to handle their own situations . Individuals will
use their own styles but in many cases they will be influenced by the organ-
isational culture. People who are normally aggressive will be more likely to
use that style in workplace conflicts if management normally handles conflict
in an aggressive way. Where a conciliatory approach is used in the work-
place, this will act to encourage individual styles that mirror it and discour-
age less constructive approaches .
Management styles
A paper mill at Burnie in Tasmania used a range of styles over a period of
many years. The company initially used a paternalistic approach to manag-
ing its staff, but changing economic factors led to the development of a
consultative style involving workers at every level of the company. The
appointment of managers who were uncomfortable with a consultative style
saw the emergence of confrontation resulting in a major dispute . It could be
argued that workers' behaviour influenced the management style . Who
started the conflict does not really matter for our purpose ; what is important
is that once management responded in a particular way, that set the tone for
the rest of the process and influenced how conflicts were managed through-
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• bull at the gate;
• what conflict? ;
• intervention in all situations;
• conciliation .
By favouring a particular style, management sets the tone for the organ-
isation and staff will model that behaviour down the line because they know
it has the support of those in power .
Being aware of the 'organisational style' helps you anticipate the possible
paths a conflict can take, and what support you can expect when trying to
deal with a problem .
Individual/personal styles
The same basic principles apply to individuals. People will bring their
natural style to a given situation, but it will be influenced by the context in
which it is used . Examples of styles that people use include :
•
denial that a conflict exists;
• hiding from conflict situations;
• smoothing things over at all costs;
• aggression;
• co-operative, or people-centred approach ;
• problem solving .
Each style has a role to play at both the organisational and individual levels,
but an overemphasis on any one style is counter-productive . Changing a
learned style is very difficult, but by practising effective communication skills
you can gradually widen your range of styles with the emphasis on more
positive approaches .
Managing conflict effectively
You find yourself in the middle of a conflict situation . Perhaps you just sense
it, or there may be more obvious signs . Whatever stage it is at, you decide
it has to be dealt with and you are in a position to do something about it .
What next?
The answer lies in the way in which you can systematically tackle any
problem in your day-to-day work or personal life. Firstly work out a series
of logical, easily managed steps and then tackle it step by step . One of the


































Fig . 4 .1 Steps for managing conflict
ag with confh'- knowing that things may not go according to plan but that you have allowed
for that .
Four steps you will find useful in dealing with conflict are :
• plan;
• communicate effectively ;
• close at the appropriate moment;
• follow up the outcomes .
for the organ
At first glance these steps may seem simple, yet a careful look at many
ause they kno'
conflict situations where one or more of the participants is dissatisfied with
the outcome will show that at least one of these steps was missed out or not
ate the possib'r
adequately addressed . As with any task, the more time spent on planning
when trying t
(within reason, of course), the greater the chances of success .
It is not always possible to plan for a conflict. You might find yourself
confronted by an incident to which you have to respond immediately . The
steps suggested above will help you deal with a crisis situation, but you will
need to use them in a slightly different order . You still need to work through
all of the steps to be confident that the outcomes from any conflict will be
rill bring the:
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Plan
Effective planning for managing conflict situations requires the following
seven key steps :
1 . Clearly state your goal(s) .
2. Define the problem.
3. List all the relevant issues .
4. List the participants and their needs/wants .
5. Identify the main options for approaching the situation .
6. Select the most appropriate strategy .
7. Be clear about the next step .
These steps take you from deciding what it is you want to achieve to being
ready to deal with the problem .
1 . Clearly state your goal(s)
Knowing precisely what it is you want to achieve is essential. You are not
likely to set out on a journey without knowing where it is you are heading-
otherwise, how would you know when you had arrived? In conflict situ-
ations, clear goals help you know when particular issues or behaviours are
not relevant .
One way to focus on the goal is to say to yourself:
'I will have successfully dealt with this situation when . . .
Completing that sentence should give you a clear picture of your goal, pro-
vided it is stated in terms that are observable and measurable. In the case of
a dispute between two people (Jean and Guilio) over whose work has pri-
ority when it comes to word processing by office staff Jean's goal might be :
'I will have successfully dealt with this situation when there is an
agreement between Guilio and me on how priority will be assigned to
word-processing jobs in this department .'
Things such as a specified time period and method for managing the process
could have been added to make the goal more precise .
Whether a goal is clear can be tested by asking someone else whether or
not it makes sense in terms of the problem ; this process helps you to see if
there is something you have not considered .
2. Define the problem
Having a clear picture of the problem is central to dealing with any conflict .
It is pointless to harass the warehouse staff over delays to orders when they
are not getting the correct information to enable them to fill the orders . You
have to ask yourself whether you are sure about what the real problem is .

























It is sometimes useful to think about the 'problem situation' rather than
the 'problem' . Focusing on the problem tends to force you to look at the
specific incident or event as the source of the problem . Taking a 'situational'
approach gives a wider view ; there is a conflict occurring and it may be part
of a more general trend . Asking yourself what is the problem situation can
give a more accurate picture of what is going on and help you to avoid the
trap of not noticing hidden causes or effects of the situation .
The fact that two people are arguing over whose work should have pri-
ority with the clerical staff does not necessarily mean there is a problem . Is
the problem the fact that it is annoying them? Is the conflict preventing them
from getting on with their job? Is it a symptom of a longer-term problem
situation? Each interpretation can result in a different answer as to how the
conflict should be handled, either by the participants or others .
3 . List all the relevant issues
Issues are factors that are influencing the situation, whether it is dealt with
or not. Examples of issues in the word processing conflict situation include
the following.
• The boss has said Jean's project has priority .
• Jean's work has been held up by Guilio because of changes to his
schedule .
• The office staff have been overloaded lately.
• Jean knows the politics of the office very well .
• Guilio has also been under a lot of pressure lately.
• There is money available to get in temporary help .
• Other departments do have spare capacity.
• Guilio thinks Jean is trying to push her barrow at his expense .
As you list issues, you may see a solution to the problem, someone who can
advise you, or pointers to the real cause of the problem. This stage provides
you with a guide to some of the forces operating and paths that might be
worth exploring .
4 . List the participants and their needs/wants
Participants are the people involved in the conflict, those directly influenced
by the outcome, and the main people likely to have an influence on the
process. By listing them you are making sure that you have identified who
they are and their role in the process . Taking the next step of identifying
their needs and wants as you see things helps you put yourself in their shoes .
You may not agree with what they want, and you may not even be com-
pletely correct with your interpretation of their views, but at least you are
better placed to anticipate responses and think of ways in which their needs
as well as yours can be met .
Participants in the word-processing conflict might be :
101
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Guilio, who needs to get his work done so that he can go on leave and
feels that Jean is trying to undermine his position ;
• the office staff, who want to feel that their work is valued and that they
can have some say in how it is managed;
• the supervisor, who wants to be seen as someone who is managing her
section well and is anxious about meeting the latest productivity figures
.
You can see from this that Jean or Guilio, by trying to simply force their jobs
through, may in fact sow the seeds for much greater conflict in the future
.
5. Identify the main options for approaching the situation
There is no magic 'how to' method for dealing with the conflict . The
approach you use will be determined by how effectively you have planned
and by the behaviour of other people involved .
With careful planning, you will find that there are a wide range of options
for any conflict situation. Some of the more obvious are as follows .
• Confront the situation as soon as it arises .
• Leave things alone and watch how they develop .
• Involve someone else in the process .
• Ask for time to work on the problem .
• Discuss the problem at the first opportunity and try to get a resolution .
None of these is necessarily good or bad as an approach ; the challenge lies
in choosing the one that is most likely to be effective . By looking at the
information from the planning process you will be able to answer the 'what
if . . . ?'question with regard to each option . You will be able to visualise the
path that each option would follow, given all the factors that are likely to
affect the situation .
Jean's options
Given the issues listed above, the importance of the project and complexity
of the problem, options open to Jean include :
• confront the problem;
• involve someone else;
• get agreement to negotiate a longer-term solution with Guilio
;
•
bypass the situation and find another solution to the immediate problem
of getting the work done .
6. Select the most appropriate strategy
Once you have looked at the implications of using a range of options, it is
possible to select the one that is most likely to help you achieve your goals
and those of the other people involved . Experience will tell you that things
often do not go according to plan, so it is important to have at least one
7force tlteiri
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contingency plan. This may be as simple as knowing when to say that you
are uncomfortable about the way things are going and asking to call a halt
to proceedings, or it may be more complex and involve someone on stand-
by who can help if things get out of hand .
The complexity and importance of the situation has already been described .
This means that it is not likely to be resolved at the first try, and Guilio could
be expected to get anxious (or worse) when approached. Jean would need
to consider using the first encounter to simply identify the problem and set
up a process for ongoing management of the conflict. There could be some
benefit from involving someone else in the process at some stage or moving
to negotiation of an agreed outcome once the conflict has been dealt with .
7. Be clear about the next step
An important part of the process is knowing that you do not simply walk
up to someone and say 'Look here you, we've got a problem!' This is not
effective communication. Also, knowing the best time and place to address
the problem is almost as important as the way in which you go about it .
Having decided on your strategy, you should clearly picture the conditions
under which a successful outcome is likely to be achieved . Even if you are
surprised by a confrontation, you will be able to negotiate an alternative
approach because this approach has already been clarified in your mind .
Jean's next step
Because of Jean and Guilio's hectic work loads and the unpredictability of
interruptions, Jean would be very wise to make sure that any attempt to deal
with the conflict happened somewhere where they could both relax and be
on neutral ground .
tam pte.
Communicating effectively
It is very tempting to look for tricks and formulas in dealing with conflict ;
the fact is that good communication skills are enough to manage most situ-
ations. Many of the power games used in conflict situations seem to work
because the people to whom they are directed are either unprepared or do
[ateproble
not have the communication skills to counter them . It is easy to fall into the
trap of copying these power games regardless of their long-term effect on
work relationships and productivity.
Using good communication skills often seems hard because you have to
options, it :
work at achieving all the things dealt with in Chapter 1 . Becoming good at
your gx~ listening, observation and empathy, and developing a strong self-concept do
that tltirr in fact require a lot of work . But they do not require any more effort than













104 * %*X :-** *y. * W *? * * N* K* *kW'4x r*X.*M.***Y**
Y,*
* * * k* is * X.
spent developing effective communication skills will be well repaid by the
time saved on conflicts that are managed quickly and effectively .




Get agreement on what the problem is .
• Clarify each other's goals .
• Use effective communication techniques in discussing the problem .
Fig. 4
.2 Managing good communication skills in conflict situations
Chapter 4
Dealing with conflict
Getting agreement on what the problem is
How often have you heard people arguing and thought to yourself that they
seem to be arguing about different things? Halfway through the argument
someone says 'Hey, that's not what I said, what I really mean is . . . ' and
they realise that they are in fact in agreement about the issue . This happens
when people have not properly clarified the problem .
During a conflict it is very easy to react to the tone of what is being said
and the way it is presented, and miss hearing exactly what the other person
is trying to say.
One way to deal with this problem is to ask the other person 'Now what
do you see as the problem?' and wait for them to answer. It is very useful
to paraphrase what they are saying . This means repeating what they have
said in your own words . 'As I understand it, you are concerned that I am
pushing my work at the office staff at the expense of yours?'
Paraphrasing, or the technique of restating the comments that you have
just heard from the other person, is a very powerful tool that can put a brake
on some of the anger that often starts a conflict . It also helps you clarify
concerns . Another interesting benefit comes when you or the other person
hear the problem stated out loud. This can provide an opportunity to clarify
the problem which deflects attention from the specific incident . It also signals
to the other person that you are listening to them .
Listening plays a very important role in conflict management, particularly
in the early stages when issues and views are being aired . Many people
in positions of authority (such as teachers, parents and supervisors), and
males in particular, will often start replying before the other person has
stopped talking . Listen next time you are at a meeting or party
. An exper-
iment conducted with school children in a problem class showed that when
teachers counted to three before responding to questions and statements
by children, aggression levels and discipline problems in the classroom
dropped off dramatically. The theory is that coming in over the top of the
other person implies you are not interested in what the other person is
saying, and increases the conflict . Changing this habit is very hard, but
pays dividends .
Focusing on the problem does not mean saying 'Now look here, you
seem to have a problem!' Nothing is more likely to get a reaction than
that sort of attack . You need to ensure that you are both on the same
wavelength, and that substantive, rather than trivial issues are being dealt
with .
Clarifying goals
Having reached agreement on what the conflict is about, the next step is to
ensure that the participants are heading in a compatible direction
. If Jean's
goal is to get her jobs typed at any cost and have Guilio look bad, and
Guilio's is to get his work done and for Jean to look bad, there is little scope
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One approach is to say 'Look, I understand the concerns you have about
your work being given a lower priority
; what I would like to do is get agree-
ment on an acceptable process for managing priority jobs' . This tells the other
person that you understand their position and gives them a chance to either
accept or reject your position
. If it is obvious that you are both heading in
different directions, move quickly to the next step. You are going to need
time to consider options and establish the basis for a negotiated outcome
.
When there is some agreement on the nature of the problem, and partic-
ipants accept that the other's goals are reasonable, it is possible to move to
the next stage which involves negotiating an agreement on how to tackle the
problem. Reaching this stage means you have successfully dealt with the
conflict component .
Managing conflict 'incidents'
As mentioned earlier, conflict often does not follow a neat path that allows
you time to plan and move through the stages described above . Sometimes
you are confronted with an incident that has to be dealt with immediately .
In such cases, you still need to get agreement as to what the problem is and
then set a more appropriate time and place to deal with the conflict situation .
This enables you to go back to the planning stage and move through the
steps as set out above .
Managing this process is, of course, much easier when you have the com-
munication skills described below . Also it is less likely that a conflict will
take you by surprise because your use of effective observation and listening
skills keeps you alert to trends in people's behaviour .
Communication skills useful in conflict situations
Throughout discussion of the steps, the emphasis has been on using effective
communication skills which focus on listening and assertive communication .
The next section focuses on the skills needed to communicate in an open
and assertive way . Whatever the stage of the conflict, these skills will help
you meet your needs without discounting the rights and needs of others .
Open assertion, based on respect for and understanding of personal rights
and feelings, is an active process that helps people communicate effectively
about their rights. It only develops with practice, which takes time .
Developing your ability to communicate openly
Become a more active listener, tuning in to people's non-verbal signals and
'feeling' messages, as well as to their words, when they are communicating
their rights and feelings
. Practise open communication by expressing friendly
or positive feelings to others through letters and phone calls . Notice the
improvement in working relationships when you share open and honest
messages about personal rights and the feelings that go with them .
Becoming more assertive
The most important time to be open is when your rights or the rights of
others are under threat as often happens in conflict situations . This will seem
difficult at first . As with any new or unfamiliar style of communicating, it
requires regular practice . As in learning to drive a car or to work a computer,
you develop the real skills of open assertion through hands-on-or in this
case face-to-face-practice . These are some ways in which you can begin .
•
	
Stand up for your own rights when they are under threat from others .
Begin by stating a particular right clearly and firmly . Stay calm and use
positive words . Avoid angry or parent-style messages. Once you become
emotional or negative, you are no longer using assertion .
• Work together to find mutually acceptable solutions when two people's
rights and feelings do not match .
th that
V. Sorr'i . How you treat others has a major influence on how they treat you . Keep
irnni d . in mind that open, assertive communication involves you in helping others
oblem ~ to maintain their rights and feelings as well as in maintaining your own. If
'lira situ. : you fail to remember this, you are not going to have much success as an
thwuk`• assertive communicator .
Assertion styles for dealing with people you like, or know
well
These are the methods that can be used when there is a bond of friendship
between you and the receiver, especially if you both have experience in open
communication . Because these methods are fairly gentle, however, they may
not be effective against aggression or anger .
Consensus
Suggest ways that allow everyone to maintain rights and self-respect . 'Let's
agree to share the loss equally . If we each put in five dollars, that will pay
for the replacement .'
do is get",


















Explain honestly and openly your real reasons for agreeing or disagreeing .
If refusing a request, for instance : 'I'd prefer not to lend you my car because
it's not insured and I know that if anything happens you can't afford to
replace it' .
Negative feedback
try ` ` 'You know from earlier chapters that negative feedback helps pinpoint
~0lt"'' answers to difficult problems. Make it clear that you welcome error mes-
a ` sageseven if they involve your thtt'- errors-anda you respec everyones
right to discuss problems openly and equitably with you . At the same time,
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say that you expect equal rights in return . 'I know some of you disagree
with our new policy on promotions . I'm happy to listen to you if you can
tell me about specific cases where staff have been treated unfairly
. Then I'd
like you to listen to me while I explain my side of the issue .'
Mutual change
Suggest an agreement under which both of you change, but both also benefit .
'I feel left out when I'm expected to mind the switchboard while the rest of
you go to lunch on Fridays . Is there some way we could work out a roster
so each of us takes turns to stay behind?'
Assertion styles for dealing with people you don't know
well, or for total strangers
These styles of assertion are most useful with strangers, shop assistants, sales
representatives, people in car parks, or anyone with whom you have no
emotional bond .
Conditional
Quietly but firmly state your rights . 'Before I answer any questions over the
phone, I'd like to know your name and who you represent :
Information exchange
Share information about your feelings . Ask for information about your
rights. 'It worries me when you say I'm not allowed to question the bank's
decision. Please could you show me the rule, so I can read it for myself.'
Empathy
Acknowledge respect for other people's rights and feelings before talking
about your own . 'I understand your frustration at not having a phone con-
nected, but I am responsible for ensuring that outstanding accounts are paid
before authorising connections .'
Assertion styles for dealing with angry or aggressive people
Assertion will not perform miracles . However, when you are facing people
who are angry or aggressive (whether close or distant in terms of the re-
lationship), the first thing is to defuse the situation . The following methods
will help to achieve this .
Personal feedback
Use phrases such as 'I can see that you are very angry' or 'You sound pretty
annoyed . . . '. Personal feedback helps calm an angry person . If you are
X M k*
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expecting trouble, you can even work the words out beforehand and rehearse
them. Avoid 'You are . . . '- it's too direct. 'I can see that you are . . . ' is
more adult and therefore more likely to be accepted .
'Can you tell me . . . ?'
Once you have given feedback, ask for some in return . 'I can see you are
very annoyed . Is there something I can do to help fix the problem?' It is
much harder for people to maintain anger while answering questions or
exchanging actual information . Avoid a direct question . Don't ask, Why are
you angry?' .
Repetition
If the two previous techniques have resulted in some success but the other
person is still angry, try repeating them . It is a simple yet very effective way
of maintaining your position when you cannot think of anything else to say .
By repeating statements calmly over and over, you yourself keep calm . This
helps you to persist in the face of anger, and your quiet persistence will
make it hard for the angry person to remain 'on the boil' . Sticking to one




'You could be (partly) right . . . '
Accept the possibility of there being some truth in angry criticism, but remain
the judge of just how much is true . This makes it easier to respond to mean-
tion about p ingless insults, negative labelling ('You are a . . .') and so on without your
o tion the bar:
feelings being involved . When you say 'You could be correct', you also show
i' for ttlysef' a lack of interest in having an argument . It does not, of course, mean that
you agree. If the criticism is justified-for instance, if someone has a com-
plaint about poor service-your polite agreement makes it easier to reduce
s before tail
that person's anger and find out the facts .
nf; a pltonee
Developing your assertive skills
ecOunts arep
You can develop your assertive skills in several ways .
Persisting
If you don't get through at the first, fourth or tenth attempt, keep talking
openly about the same rights and feelings . Repeatedly stating your own posi-
tion is not aggressive, but it helps to maintain your confidence and makes
it harder for others to dominate the exchange .
Practising
Try to use some degree of open assertion at least once every day . You won't
be short of opportunities
. Letting too many chances slip by is almost like
practising non-assertion .
109
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Ask questions and share information, including open information about how
you are feeling. Give feedback on what you think other people are feeling .
Changing old habits
As a child you learn naturally to get co-operation by copying what you see
others do. If you grew up hearing and seeing members of your family using
threats or anger to get what they wanted, you will be inclined to do the same
when your deeper feelings are aroused . On the other hand, if you grew up
with people who 'suffered in silence', this may be your natural style . Prac-
tising open assertion helps you to move away from old habits .
Dealing fairly and positively with your own mistakes
Defending mistakes is not the same as defending rights. If you are at fault,
express your respect for others' rights and accept your share of responsibil-
ity. Saying 'sorry' is fine if you really mean it, but devote most time to talking
about how to fix things. If you are not to blame, use assertion to make this
clear rather than argument or denial, both of which are non-assertive .
Believing in what you are standing up for
Whatever kind of co-operation you are aiming for, the outcome must be fair
and just for all concerned. The more you believe this, the more powerful will
be your assertion and the more readily people will co-operate .
Working for equality
Open assertion succeeds best when there is equal respect, equal caring and
equal openness on both sides, but it can succeed even when only one party
believes in equality and the value of personal rights .
Choosing not to be open or assertive
Open assertion is a powerful technique, but on occasions you can choose not
to exercise this kind of power. Use assertion only in those places and at those
times appropriate to the people and the situation involved . People who are
elderly or those who are shy, sensitive and insecure may experience difficulty
in coping with open communication unless introduced to it gradually
.
Knowing the right time and place
One way to show a lack of respect for other people's rights and feelings is
to pick the wrong time or place to be assertive. Check first. 'I've been waiting
for a good time to talk about . . .
Is it okay now?' Choose a place where both
you and the other person will be comfortable and where you will both be
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As a general rule, open assertion is harder to use effectively with people
you care about, because your feelings and theirs get caught up in the
exchange. Provided they are not causing you too much worry, be careful
about using it when close friends ignore your rights-at least until you have
taught them to understand its benefits . This takes time . Children seem to
have a natural ability to handle open assertive messages from adults and, in
fact, to appreciate the style, but may need help if they are to use assertion
themselves .
Avoiding assertion
You can talk yourself out of being assertive by saying things like this .
• I tried it once and it just got me into more strife .
• I can't remember how to be assertive at times when I need to most .
These reasons may be valid, but make sure that it is not lack of confidence
that is holding you back. If you are shy or lack self-confidence, you are the
kind of person who
• is most likely to lose out on personal-rights issues ;
• stands to gain most by using open assertion .
The other reason why some people avoid (or even criticise) assertion is that
they find other methods are working very nicely for them . Such people know
that for them it is better to rely on
• anger and aggression ;
• active competition; or
• manipulation .
These are the very people who hope that you too will choose not to be
assertive. Don't give them the satisfaction they seek .
What can go wrong?
Open assertion, no matter how well it works, is a short-term solution . To
deal with extended aggression you may need to reinforce your position
through negotiation (see Chapter 6). Moreover, open assertion won't always
work: problems can arise.
Conflict between cultures
Some cultures use open communication only in close family situations . Be
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Accusations of dominating a situation
If you use open assertion you cannot, of course, be pushy or dominating,
but when you succeed in defending your rights against attacks by really
pushy, dominating people, you can get nasty reactions
. You are dealing with
individuals who know only negative ways of getting co-operation .
Underneath, many such people are sad, frightened and insecure . Many of
them won't know anything about personal rights, but only that they are
losing control over you, as you become stronger in defence of your rights .
It can appear to them as though you have found a new 'trick' to stop them
getting their own way, and if they know only how to be aggressive, com-
petitive or manipulative, they mistakenly assume that you and your 'trick'
must work in the same way .
Turning up the volume
This can lead to a reaction called 'turning up the volume' as the individual
in question, trying to maintain control, increases use of the previously
effective control pattern: more anger, more competitiveness, more tears,
more pressure on you to feel guilt or shame and so on. At first this can
be successful, but sooner or later (if you persist with your open assertion)
the other person will run out of 'volume' . This is why you need face-to-
face training before going too far in your use of assertive communication .
Once you have acted out trial sessions in class in which someone else plays
the 'volume up' role, you will find it very much easier to handle the
situation in real life.
Closing the interaction
Whatever the outcome of the conflict situation, the close is important because
it determines the note on which you finish and what direction the conflict
(if not resolved) will take .
The key elements of the close are these .
• Summarise the outcomes .
• Get agreement on the next stage .
• Record outcomes (where appropriate) .
If you feel the discussion has gone as far as it can at this stage, you can say
We have reached a point where . . . (summarise the main understandings)
. . . and I would like to think about the implications. When would it suit
you to get back together on this?'
If the conflict has reached a point where you believe it can only get worse,
the most sensible option is to say 'I understand why you are angry at the
situation, but I don't feel this is . the best time (and/or place) to deal with it .
Would tomorrow at one o'clock in my office suit you?' They could reject
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by saying Well, what do you think will help us sort this out in a fair way?'
Writing down the outcomes helps when you are planning the next stage
or needing help with remembering what you have to do. You may remember
times when you have walked away from a difficult encounter and then for-
gotten the details of the outcome . A written record of the outcomes can be
one you both agree to, or it can be something you do for yourself in order
to help manage repercussions if the end is acrimonious.
Following up outcomes
It is surprising how much goodwill has been undermined because one or
both parties have not followed up on what they agreed to do . One of the
main causes for incomplete follow-up is not getting agreement on the precise
outcomes. If you do not have an understanding of who is to do what, how
and when, the chances of later misunderstanding increase .
One of the features of good follow-up is effective feedback. Once you have
agreement on what is to be done, it is useful to agree on how you plan to
monitor progress. This may be done next time you get together, or it may
involve other forms of communication such as memos or phone calls .
Confidentiality
It does not take a lot of imagination to work out what happens when infor-
mation that comes out in the heat of a conflict situation that compromises
you or someone not directly involved, is used in another context. Much has
been said about the role of gossip or the 'grape vine' in an organisation, but
there is actually very little to commend it. People have to resort to those
sorts of things because of blockages and barriers to communication in the
organisation as a whole
. The best solution is to foster open and assertive
communication at the organisational level . Having breached confidentiality
once, you become one of the barriers to effective communication that people




Skills for dealing with conflict
Chapter 4
Use the competency review when you have finished your studies as a guide










Identify factors in the environment which
influence communication processes
4 7
Recognise conflict situations 1	 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Describe the stages that a conflict moves
through as it develops
1 4 7
Identify the factors within individuals which
affect conflict situations
1 4 7
Identify factors in the workplace which
contribute to the development of conflict
1 4 7
Understand a range of styles for dealing
with conflict
1 4 7
Identify how the various styles will affect
workplace relationships
1	 4 	 • • • • • • • • • • • • • . 7
Use appropriate non-verbal behaviours in
conflict situations
1 4 7
Use appropriate language in conflict
situations
1	 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Use a range of questioning styles in
conflict situations
1 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Use active listening in conflict situations 1	 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Give feedback assertively 1 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
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Summary
• In this chapter we have, considered a wide range of issues related to
understanding conflict, identifying how you and others respond in con-
flict situations, and looking at how best to deal with both conflict situ-
ations and conflict incidents .
•
	
The four steps for managing conflict-
• plan ;
• communicate effectively ;
• close at the appropriate moment ;
• follow up the outcomes-
provide you with a structure and process for responding to others .
• The various techniques and components involved at each step need
to be practised and adapted to each particular conflict situation .
• The skills for effectively dealing with conflict can be learnt .
• Your experiences from dealing successfully with conflict will enable
you to communicate more effectively in every aspect of your life .
Observe others at work or
college and at home, and
identify the ways that different
people respond to conflict
situations .
Think about your involvement
in recent conflict situations .
What style did you use to deal
with the situation? If you used
a range of different styles,
think about which ones were
effective and why .
Are there any points of conflict
or disagreement at your work
or college that you would like
to see settled? Define the
problem and the main goals
involved . Is part of the trouble
conflict between goals,
particularly in different sections?
For instance, is upper manage-
ment more interested in getting a
task finished on time than in
saving money or looking after
people? Are there individuals
who want to use up too many
resources and so leave fewer for
everyone else? Is part of the
trouble a' lack of
communication? What other






Analyse this conversation and
discuss the questions that follow .
JOAN Peter, the task was quite
simple. I told you what to do
and made it clear that I
wanted the report written as
soon as possible . Now I
have to come back and
chase you-two days later .
You still haven't done it!
PETER Joan, you don't seem to be
much of a manager to me .
I tried to get you to say how
long the report should be
and all you could say as
you disappeared down the
passage was 'usual length' .
I didn't get any clear idea of
JOAN
Case study activities
1 . Identify the causes and signs of conflict between Joan and Peter .
2 . Which stage of the conflict does this conversation relate to? What do you
think occurred, or might occur at the other stages?
3 . Comment on the needs and wants of both Joan and Peter in this situation .
4 . What elements of self-concept are displayed by Joan and Peter?
5 . What kinds of organisational structures may have contributed to this con-
flict situation?
6 . Prepare for a role play of the next meeting between Joan and Peter
showing how they can effectively manage this situation by using the four
steps for dealing with conflict.
Chapter 4
what you wanted left out
either. I remember only too
well the time when you read
my last effort-all but the
conclusions went in the bin .
I'm not going to waste my
time writing stuff for you to
throw away .
You think you're hard done
by! You should see my
problems-you're only one
of ten staff I supervise . I
haven't got the time to lead
you by the hand . The fact is
that you're not supposed to
need training in doing
reports. You said you'd had
lots of experience in your
last job .
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